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Let me start by extending my deepest appreciation to the Hudson Institute, with a special note 
of thanks to former Commissioner Furchtgott-Roth, for allowing me to return to discuss 
important matters before the Federal Communications Commission.  This setting will always be 
special to me, as this is where I delivered my first speech as an FCC Commissioner almost three
years ago. Given the prominence of this venue and Hudson Institute’s legacy of addressing 
more substantive issues, I thought it would be appropriate to discuss a topic often not 
addressed by FCC Commissioners: certain tenets of judicial review of FCC items. 

Traditionally, many within the legislative and administrative branches of government tend to 
shy away from discussing particular outcomes of court cases or the collective approach of 
judicial review.  Perhaps hoping that the lack of criticism or comments will prevent a bad 
outcome in the next case, they avoid discussing altogether or temper their review of instances 
where the courts have misapplied the law or pursued a line of reasoning devoid of logic or 
common sense.  Having witnessed a number of bad decisions recently, however, I have less 
compulsion to keep mum about the judicial branch, although I hope the following does so in a 
relatively respectful way.  Additionally, I would argue that the lack of review or analysis of 
decisions generally deemed out of the mainstream, even by those supportive of a particular 
outcome, does a disservice to the American people and the court system as a whole.  

To do this, I will use court review of the Commission’s Net Neutrality rules as a basis for 
examination. From the outset, let me state that I do not intend, in the next few moments, to 
relitigate the particulars of the underlying policy debate surrounding the issue.  My views on 
the subject are well known, and debating the concepts here likely would send us off in difficult 
tangents of the theoretical versus the practical.  Instead, I suggest that the court review of the 
Commission’s “work” both lacked appropriate rigor necessary for the conclusion reached and 
established a host of dreadful precedents that will haunt communications policy and 
administrative law for years to come. 

With that understanding, let’s delve into the specifics.  

Willful Indifference Instead of Conscientious Deference

For decades, the framework for such court review of FCC matters has been governed by 
doctrine resulting from the Supreme Court’s Chevron decision.1  Under this precedent, if 
“Congress has directly spoken to the precise question at issue” and the “intent of Congress is 
clear,” then the court and agency must effectuate it.2  If, however, “the statute is silent or 
ambiguous,” then the court must decide “whether the agency’s answer is based on a 
permissible construction of the statute” and defer to any “reasonable” interpretation.3
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Yet even where a provision is truly ambiguous, there are still circumstances where deference is 
not owed or should be viewed skeptically.4  Indeed, given the expansive reach of the modern 
administrative state,5 recent Supreme Court decisions have reemphasized certain limits on 
Chevron.  For instance, the Court stated that “[w]hen an agency claims to discover in a long-
extant statute an unheralded power to regulate ‘a significant portion of the American 
economy,’ we typically greet its announcement with a measure of skepticism.”6  The Court also 
made clear that “[a]n agency has no power to ‘tailor’ legislation to bureaucratic policy goals by 
rewriting unambiguous statutory terms.”7

This year, the Supreme Court cautioned that “Chevron deference is not warranted where the 
regulation is ‘procedurally defective.’”8 The Court explained that “[o]ne of the basic procedural 
requirements of administrative rulemaking is that an agency must give adequate reasons for its 
decisions.”  Specifically, the agency “must examine the relevant data and articulate a 
satisfactory explanation for its action including a rational connection between the facts found 
and the choice made.”9    

By clarifying that an arbitrary and capricious regulation receives no deference, the Court drew a 
closer connection between Chevron and the Administrative Procedure Act (APA).  To receive 
deference, the agency’s conclusions must be the product of a reasoned decision-making 
process.  Or to paraphrase one scholar, the court cannot simply rely on the reasons proffered 
by an agency, it must inquire whether the reasons are reasonable.10   

While Supreme Court decisions have provided avenues to check agency power grabs, the D.C.
Circuit, which hears many key disputes regarding the FCC, has provided the agency an excessive 
level of deference to date.11  Case in point is the previously mentioned Net Neutrality decision, 
in which a divided panel afforded the agency upmost deference to an order that least deserved 
it, particularly from an APA perspective.12  As Judge Williams detailed in his opinion dissenting
in part, and Commissioner Pai and I explained in our dissenting statements, the Net Neutrality 
order did not comply with the APA on numerous counts.      

To start, the FCC did not provide a reasoned explanation to justify several key decisions.  In 
reclassifying broadband as a telecommunications service, the order attempted to rely on 
changed facts and a new rationale.  It focused on how providers offer and advertise broadband, 
as well as how consumers perceive and use it—but failed to demonstrate how this is any 
different than when the Commission previously argued that broadband should be classified as 
an information service. 

The order likewise subjected mobile broadband to common carrier treatment without 
adequately explaining its rationale for the radical departure from longstanding definitions and 
precedent, beyond the Commission’s desire to regulate such a successful and ubiquitous 
service.13  For instance, to accomplish reclassification, the Commission, literally overnight, 
changed the definition of “interconnected with the public switched network”14 from one where 
subscribers must be able “to communicate to or receive communications from all other users” 
via the traditional telephone network15 to another where a “substantial portion” of the public 
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must be able to communicate via a “single network comprised of public IP addresses and 
[telephone] numbers.”16 Much different.

When making these monumental changes, the order also failed to take into account the serious 
reliance interests of providers, who had invested more than $800 billion in broadband based on 
the FCC’s prior classification.  In earlier decisions, the FCC took the position that classification of 
broadband directly affects investment, and there was plenty of record evidence that continued 
to back these statements.  Nonetheless, the Net Neutrality order baldly claimed that any 
impact would be indirect at best.  

Another example was the FCC’s failure, as Judge Williams highlighted, to reconcile and justify its 
combined reclassification-forbearance decision, including by conducting a market power 
analysis.  The order made market power-like statements, expressing concerns that ISPs are 
“gatekeepers” and that consumers face high switching costs, in order to impose net neutrality 
rules.  But it did so “without going through any of the fact-gathering or analysis needed to 
sustain such claims.”17  And then it turned on a dime and seemed to assume that there is 
enough competition to justify broad forbearance.  Judge Williams found this “strategic 
ambiguity” to be arbitrary and capricious.18

In other instances, where the FCC changed course, it provided even less explanation.  For 
example, in a few footnotes, the order contained statements like: “To the extent our prior 
precedents might suggest otherwise, we disavow such an interpretation in this context.”19  
That’s it.  The FCC did not even take the time to explain what those precedents or 
interpretations were or why this context is any different.  I expect it would have reached the 
same conclusion if it had, but it did not even bother to do the work.  

The FCC also selectively ignored the record.  Throughout the proceeding, we were constantly 
lectured that some four million commenters supposedly supported Net Neutrality, a dubious 
number at best.  However, the FCC failed to consider arguments and data presented by 
commenters that expressed opposition to the FCC’s desired outcome.  Gone are the days when 
FCC orders would systematically raise and rebut challenges in the record.  Now, it is common to 
see opposing arguments relegated to footnotes that begin with a “but see” and consist of a 
string cite with little to no explanation of what the cited cases stand for or why they are being 
summarily dismissed.  It is galling to see thousands of pages of serious legal and economic 
analysis reduced to a passing reference.  

Judge Williams stressed this and other analytical flaws in his case study on paid prioritization.  
He noted that the order cited four articles that did not support the claimed conclusions; failed 
to respond to criticisms and alternatives proposed in the record, pointing to several substantive 
comments that were utterly ignored; and was contradictory in its treatment of different forms 
of paid prioritization.  In short, he found that the FCC’s “opinion-writing staff was asleep at the 
switch.”20  Asleep at the switch. 
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Blatant APA Notice Violations Ignored

Turning to the APA’s notice and comment rules,21 an NPRM must “provide sufficient factual 
detail and rationale for the rule to permit interested parties to comment meaningfully.”22  
While the final rule does not need to “be the one proposed in the NPRM,”23 it needs to be a 
“logical outgrowth” of the notice,24 meaning that the notice has to “expressly ask for comments 
on a particular issue or otherwise make clear that the agency is contemplating a particular 
change.”25  

While some may think that this is a mere procedural annoyance, the APA’s notice provisions 
ensure that agency regulations are tested via exposure to diverse public comment, ensure 
fairness to affected parties, and provide stakeholders with the opportunity to make their case 
in opposition to a rule.26  Not only should an agency take this responsibility seriously, but the 
courts must vehemently enforce these requirements, instead of whimsically deferring to 
agencies’ ex post facto explanations for why interested parties should have known what was at 
stake. 

Unfortunately, this is what happened in the Net Neutrality decision, where the court went out 
of its way to explain away the item’s deficiencies.  This is not easy given the drastic about face 
in this proceeding. Here, the court managed to find that the APA’s notice-and-comment 
requirements were met in each and every case.  To do so, the court cherry-picked select 
language in some instances and resorted to illogical reasoning in others.

To accomplish the Herculean task of finding that there was notice for broadband 
reclassification generally, the court focuses on one sentence – out of a 100-page NPRM – to 
justify that interested parties had notice.27 However, the court ignores that the Commission’s 
specific inquiry was “on the nature and the extent of the Commission’s authority to adopt open 
Internet rules relying on Title II.”28

Basically, the court found that expansion of Title II to create a “Modern Title II” “tailored for the 
21st Century”29 is a “logical outgrowth” of a proceeding about implementing Net Neutrality 
rules under section 706.30 But, the D.C. Circuit previously stated that logical outgrowth “does 
not extend to a final rule that is a brand new rule, since something is not a logical outgrowth of 
nothing, nor does it apply where interested parties would have to divine the Agency’s unspoken 
thoughts, because the final rule was surprisingly distant from the proposed rule.”31

There are several more specific issues that were also not teed up in the notice, but the court 
came up with tortured explanations for why there was notice.  Each of these examples does not 
comply with the APA, because – similar to the inquiry into reclassification generally – the 
Commission does not make “its views known to the public in a concrete and focused form” and 
did not clearly state the “objective of the rulemaking.’’32  For instance, according to the court, 
stakeholders knew that they needed to comment on the rationale for reclassification – changes 
in consumers’ perception – because it was discussed, not in the NPRM, but in the Supreme 
Court’s Brand X decision over 10 years ago.33  
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Similarly, the NPRM did not mention anything about applying Title II to interconnection 
arrangements.  To find notice, the court looks to the tentative conclusion that the net neutrality 
rules should not apply to interconnection and a follow up question about possibly rethinking 
this conclusion.34  This was apparently fair warning that interconnection could be regulated 
under Title II.  This, despite the fact that even the Chairman previously admitted that 
interconnection should be handled separately.35

The court also seems to recognize the notice deficiencies for the reclassification of mobile 
broadband and the FCC’s change in definitions,36 as I discussed earlier.  But not a worry: 
because one party commented on these definitions, another responded in reply comments that 
the issue was beyond the scope of the rulemaking,37 and others filed ex partes very late in the 
proceeding,38 the court found that there was actual notice of the final rule, so there was no 
harm to the parties.39  Apparently, it is no longer necessary for the Commission to give notice of 
rule changes when commenters can solely raise the issue in its comments, ex partes or letters.  
It appears that, if there is any discussion in the record whatsoever, then there is notice.40

And, a series of vague questions were apparently sufficient to find that people were on notice 
that the General Conduct Standard could be adopted.41  But, these questions, such as whether 
a different rule is needed “to govern broadband providers’ practices to protect and promote 
Internet openness,”42 do not meet the requirements that an agency “describe the range of 
alternatives being considered with reasonable specificity.”43

It should be telling that the D.C. Circuit’s latest interpretation of what is sufficient notice, as 
evidenced by this decision, varies greatly from other Circuit Courts.  For instance, the Third 
Circuit applies far more stringent standards, as seen in the Council Tree and Prometheus II
cases, than the D.C. Circuit did in this case.  The Third Circuit has held that “implied notice is 
insufficient unless all interested persons would reasonably be expected to perceive the 
implication,”44 and that two general and open-ended questions were not sufficient to “have 
fairly apprised the public” of the Commission’s intentions.45  The Second Circuit also found, in a 
case involving the FCC, that similarly vague questions were not adequate to provide notice.46

Conclusion

So there you have it.  A court that went out of its way to bless an item full of holes and 
problems, an item not consistent with the requirements of the APA, and an item that likely 
wouldn’t be sufficient under review by another court.  

Now I realize that many will describe my words as merely being sour grapes. As Chairman 
Wheeler has said, “the refuge for not liking the decision is to complain about ‘process.’”47

Others may agree that sound practices were ignored, but it is acceptable because achieving the 
desired outcome was of paramount concern.  I am reminded of a few lines in the book Atlas 
Shrugged, “What if we did skip some technicalities?  It was for a good purpose.”  For those of 
you who believe these scenarios, I won’t be able to change your minds.  
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But for some of you, even those who agree with the outcome, and those of us who once 
believed in the FCC as an institution, there is a sense of dread, or should be. Mark my words 
that the cursory review provided by the court in this instance set precedent that will be used 
again.  It is just a matter of time before a future Commission follows the path outlined by this
court. In effect, logical reasoning, evidence-based conclusions, adherence to an item’s record, 
and, of course, providing requisite notice of the direction in a proceeding are no longer 
required to survive judicial review. 

Unless undone by the Supreme Court or Congress, the D.C. Circuit has granted virtually limitless 
authority to the Commission.  That should worry everyone in this room and those watching 
online. Think about it this way: Today’s Tom Wheeler could be tomorrow’s next Barry 
Goldwater.  Just imagine what someone could do using the court’s path with a different-
minded agenda.  
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